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EXODUS xx. 16. 


Thou shalt not bear false Witness against thy Neighbour. 


prevailing of one Party over another, it is very convenient, 

that the Prince, and those who are in Authority under him, 
should use all just and proper Methods for preventing any Mis- 
chief to the Publick from seditious Men. And Governors do well, 
when they encourage any good Subject to discover (as his Duty 
obligeth him) whatever Plots or Conspiracies may be any Way 
dangerous to the State: Neither are they to be blamed, even when 
they receive Informations from bad Men, in order to find out the 
Truth, when it concerns the public Welfare. Every one indeed is 
naturally inclined to have an ill Opinion of an Informer; although 
it is not impossible, but an honest Man may be called by that 
Name. For whoever knoweth any Thing, the telling of which 
would prevent some great Evil to his Prince, his Country, or his 
Neighbour, is bound in Conscience to reveal it. But the Mischief 
is, that when Parties are violently enflamed, which seemeth un- 
fortunately to be our Case at present, there is never wanting a 
Set of evil Instruments, who either out of mad Zeal, private 
Hatred, or filthy Lucre, are always ready to offer their Service to 
the prevailing Side, and become Accusers of their Brethren 
without any Regard to Truth or Charity. Holy David numbers 
this among the chief of his Sufferings; False Witnesses are risen up 
against me, and such as breath out Cruelty*. Our Saviour and his 
Apostles did likewise undergo the same Distress, as we read both 
in the Gospels and the Acts. 
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IÈ those great Changes that are made in a Country, by the 
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Now because the Sin of false Witnessing is so horrible and 
dangerous in itself, and so odious to God and Man: And because 
the Bitterness of too many among us is risen to such an Height, 
that it is not easy to know where it will stop, or how far some 
weak and wicked Minds may be carried by a mistaken Zeal, a 
malicious Temper, or Hope of Reward, to break this great Com- 
mandment delivered in the Text: Therefore in order to prevent 
this Evil, and the Consequences of it, at least among you, who 
are my Hearers, I shall, 


I. First, shew you several Ways by which a Man may be called 
a False Witness against his Neighbour. 

II. SECONDLY, I shall give you some Rules for your Conduct and 
Behaviour, in order to defend yourselves against the Malice 
and Cunning of false Accusers. 

III. Anp lastly, I shall conclude with shewing you very briefly, 
how far it is your Duty as good Subjects and good Neigh- 
bours, to bear faithful Witness, when you are lawfully called 
to it by those in Authority, or by the sincere Advice of your 
own Consciences. ; 


I. As to the first, There are several Ways by which a Man may 
be justly called a false Witness against his Neighbour. 

First, according to the direct Meaning of the Word, when a 
Man accuseth his Neighbour without the least Ground of Truth. 
So we read, that Jezabel hired two Sons of Belial to accuse Naboth 
for blaspheming God and the King, for which, altho’ he was entirely inno- 
cent, he was stoned to Death*. And, in our Age, it is not easy to tell 
how many Men have lost their Lives, being ruined in their 
Fortunes, and put to ignominious Punishment by the downright 
Perjury of false Witnesses! The Law itself in such Cases being not 
able to protect the Innocent. But this is so horrible a Crime, that 
it doth not need to be aggravated by Words. 

A seconp Way by which a Man becometh a false Witness is, 
when he mixeth Falshood and Truth together, or concealeth 
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some Circumstances, which, if they were told, would destroy the 
Falshoods he uttereth. So the two false Witnesses who accused 
our Saviour before the Chief Priests, by a very little perverting 
his Words, would have made him guilty of a capital Crime; for 
so it was among the Jews to prophesy any Evil against the 
Temple. This Fellow said, I am able to destroy the Temple of God, and 
to build it in three Days *; whereas the Words, as our Saviour 
spoke them, were to another End, and differently expressed: For, 
when the Jews asked him to shew them a Sign, he said; Destroy 
this Temple, and in three Days I will raise it up. In such Cases as 
these, an innocent Man is half confounded, and looketh as 
if he were guilty, since he neither can deny his Words, nor 
perhaps readily strip them from the malicious Additions of 
a false Witness. 

THIRDLY, a Man is a false Witness, when, in accusing his 
Neighbour, he endeavoureth to aggravate by his Gestures, and 
Tone of his Voice, or when he chargeth a Man with Words which 
were only repeated or quoted from Somebody else. As if any one 
should tell me that he heard another speak certain dangerous and 
seditious Speeches, and I should. immediately accuse him for 
speaking them himself; and so drop the only Circumstance that 
made him innocent. This was the Case of St. Stephen. The false 
Witness said, This Man ceaseth not to speak blasphemous Words 
against this Holy Place and the Law+t. Whereas St. S tephen said no 
such Words; but only repeated some Prophecies of Jeremiah or 
Malachi, which threatened Jerusalem with Destruction if it did not 
repent: However, by the Fury of the People, this innocent holy 
Person was stoned to Death for Words he never spoke. 

FourTuy, the blackest Kind of false Witnesses are those who 
do the Office of the Devil, by tempting their Brethren in Order 
to betray them. I cannot call to Mind any Instances of this Kind 
mentioned in Holy Scripture. But I am afraid, this vile Practice 
hath been too much followed in the World. When a Man’s 
Temper hath been so soured by Misfortunes and hard Usage, 
that perhaps he hath Reason enough to complain; then one of 
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these Seducers, under the Pretence of Friendship, will seem to 
lament his Case, urge the Hardships he hath suffered, and en- 
deavour to raise his Passions until he hath said something, that a 
malicious Informer can pervert or aggravate against him in a 
Court of Justice. 

FirrH_y, whoever beareth Witness against his Neighbour, out 
of a Principle of Malice and Revenge, from any old Grudge, or 
Hatred to his Person; such a Man is a false Witness in the Sight 
of God, although what he says be true; because the Motive or 
Cause is evil, not to serve his Prince or Country, but to gratify 
his own Resentments. And therefore, although a Man thus ac- 
cused may be very justly punished by the Law, yet this doth by 
no means acquit the Accuser, who, instead of regarding the 
public Service, intended only to glut his private Rage and Spight. 

SrxtHiy, I number among false Witnesses, all those who 
make a Trade of being Informers in Hope of Favour and Re- 
ward; and to this End employ their Time, either by listening in 
publick Places, to catch up an accidental Word; or in corrupting 
Men’s Servants to discover any unwary Expression of their 
Master; or thrusting themselves into Company, and then using 
the most indecent scurrilous Language; fastening a thousand 
Falshoods and Scandal upon a whole Party, on Purpose to pro- 
voke such an Answer as they may turn to an Accusation. And 
truly this ungodly Race is said to be grown so numerous, that 
Men of different Parties can hardly converse together with any 
Security. Even the Pulpit hath not been free from the Misrepre- 
sentation of these Informers; of whom the Clergy have not 
wanted Occasions to complain with Holy David. They daily mis- 
take my Words, all they imagine is to do me Evil. Nor is it any 
Wonder at all, that this Trade of Informing should be now in a 
flourishing Condition, since our Case is manifestly thus; we are 
divided into two Parties, with very little Charity or Temper to- 
wards each other: The prevailing Side may talk of past Things as 
they please, with Security; and generally do it in the most pro- 
voking Words they can invent; while those who are down are 
sometimes tempted to speak in Favour of a lost Cause, and there- 
fore, without great Caution, must needs be often caught tripping, 
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and thereby furnish Plenty of Materials for Witnesses and In- 
formers. 

Lastiy, those may well be reckoned among false Witnesses 
against their Neighbour, who bring him into Trouble and Punish- 
ment by such Accusations as are of no Consequence at all to the 
Publick, nor can be of any other Use but to create Vexation. 
Such Witnesses are those, who cannot hear an idle intemperate 
Expression, but they must immediately run to the Magistrate to 
inform; or, perhaps, wrangling in their Cups over Night, when 
they were not able to speak or apprehend three Words of com- 
mon Sense, will pretend to remember every Thing inthe Morn- 
ing, and think themselves very properly qualified to be the Ac- 
cusers of their Brethren. God be thanked, the Throne of our 
* King is too firmly settled to be shaken by the Folly and Rash- 
ness of every sottish Companion. And, I do not in the least 
doubt, that when those in Power begin to observe the Falshood, 
the Prevarication, the aggravating Manner, the Treachery and 
Seducing, the Malice and Revenge, the Love of Lucre; and lastly, 
the trifling Accusations in too many wicked People, they will be 
as ready to discourage every Sort of those whom I have numbered 
among false Witnesses, as they will be to countenance honest 
Men, who, out of a true Zeal to their Prince and Country, do, in 
the Innocence of their Hearts, freely discover whatever they may 
apprehend to be dangerous to either. A good Christian will think 
it sufficient to reprove his Brother for a rash unguarded Word, 
where there is neither Danger nor evil Example to be appre- 
hended; or, if he will not amend by Reproof, avoid his Conver- 
sation. 

II. Ann thus much may serve to shew the several Ways where- 
by a Man may be said to be a false Witness against his Neighbour. 
I might have added one Kind more, and it is of those who in- 
form against their Neighbour out of Fear of Punishment to 
themselves, which, although it be more excusable, and hath less 
of Malice than any of the rest, cannot however be justified. I go 
on therefore upon the second Head, to give you some Rules for 
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your Conduct and Behaviour, in order to defend yourselves 
against the Malice and Cunning of false Accusers. 

Ir is readily agreed, that Innocence is the best Protection in the 
World; yet that is not always sufficient without some Degree of 
Prudence. Our Saviour himself intimateth to us, by instructing 
his Disciples zo be wise as Serpents, as well as innocent as Doves. But, 
if ever Innocence be too weak a Defence, it is chiefly so in jealous 
and suspicious Times, when Factions are arrived to an high Pitch 
of Animosity, and the Minds of Men, instead of being warmed 
by a true Zeal for Religion, are enflamed only by Party Fury. 
Neither is Virtue itself a sufficient Security in such Times, be- 
cause it is not allowed to be Virtue, otherwise than as it hath a 
Mixture of Party. 

However, although Virtue and Innocence are no infallible 
Defence against Perjury, Malice, and Subornation, yet they are 
great Supports for enabling us to bear those Evils with Temper 
and Resignation; and, it is an unspeakable Comfort to a good 
Man under the Malignity of evil mercenary Tongues, that a 
few Years will carry his Appeal to an higher Tribunal, where 
false Witnesses, instead of daring to bring Accusations before an 
all-seeing Judge, will call for Mountains to cover them. As for 
earthly Judges, they seldom have it in their Power; and, God 
knows, whether they have it in their Will, to mingle Mercy with 
Justice; they are so far from knowing the Hearts of the Accuser 
or the Accused, that they cannot know their own; and their 
Understanding is frequently biassed, although their Intentions 
be just. They are often prejudiced to Causes, Parties, and Persons, 
through the Infirmity of human Nature, without being sensible 
themselves that they are so: And therefore, although God may 
pardon their Errors here, he certainly will not ratify their 
Sentences hereafter. 

However, since, as we have before observed, our Saviour 
prescribeth to us to be not only harmless as Doves, but wise as 
Serpents; give me Leave to prescribe to you some Rules, which 
the most ignorant Person may follow for the Conduct of his Life, 
with Safety, in perilous Times against false Accusets. 

1st, LET me advise you to have nothing at all to do with: that 
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which is commonly called Politicks, or the Government of the 
World; in the Nature of which it is certain you are utterly igno- 
tant; and when your Opinion is wrong, although it proceeds 
from Ignorance, it shall be an Accusation against you. Besides, 
Opinions in Government are right or wrong just according to 
the Disposition of the Times; and, unless you have Judgment to 
distinguish, you may be punished at one Time for what you 
would be rewarded for in another. 

2dly, BE ready at all Times in your Words and Actions to shew 
your Loyalty to the King that reigns over you. This is the plain 
manifest Doctrine of holy Scripture, Submit yourselves to every 
Ordinance of Man for the Lord’s Sake, whether it be to the King as 
Supreme, &c.* And another Apostle telleth us, the Powers that be 
are ordained of God. Kings are the Ordinances of Man by the Per- 
mission of God, and they are ordained of God by his Instrument 
Man. The Powers that be, the present Powers, which ate or- 
dained by God, and yet in some Sense are the Ordinances of Man, 
are what you must obey, without presuming to examine into 
Rights and Titles; neither can it be reasonably expected, that the 
Powers in Being, or in Possession, should suffer their Title to be 
publickly disputed by Subjects, without severe Punishment. And 
to say the Truth, there is no Duty in Religion more easy to the 
Generality of Mankind, than Obedience to Government: I say, to 
the Generality of Mankind; because while their Law, and Prop- 
erty, and Religion are preserved, it is of no great Consequence to 
them by whom they are governed, and therefore they are under 
no Temptations to desire a Change. 

3dly, IN Order to prevent any Danger from the Malice of false 
Witnesses, be sure to avoid Intemperance. If it be often so hard 
for Men to govern their Tongues when they are in their right 
Senses, how can they hope to do it when they are heated with 
Drink? In those Cases most Men regard not what they say, and 
too many not what they swear; neither will a Man’s Memory dis- 
ordered with Drunkenness serve to defend himself, or satisfy 
him whether he were guilty or no. 
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4thly, AVOID, as much as possible, the Conversation of those 
People, who are given to talk of publick Persons and Affairs, 
especially of those whose Opinions in such Matters are different 
from yours. I never once knew any Disputes of this Kind man- 
aged with tolerable Temper; but on both Sides they only agree 
as much as possible to provoke the Passions of each other, in- 
deed with this Disadvantage, that he who argueth on the Side 
of Power may speak securely the utmost his Malice can invent; 
while the other lieth every Moment at the Mercy of an Informer; 
and the Law in these Cases will give no Allowance at all for 
Passion, Inadvertency, or the highest Provocation. 

I come now in the last Place to shew you how far it is your 
Duty as good Subjects and good Neighbours to bear faithful 
Witness, when you are lawfully called to it by those in Authority, 
or by the sincere Advice of your own Consciences. 

In what I have hitherto said, you easily find, that I do not talk 
of bearing Witness in general, which is and may be lawful upon 
a thousand Accounts in Relation to Property and other Matters, 
and wherein there are many scandalous Corruptions, almost 
peculiar to this Country, which would require to be handled by 
themselves: But I have confined my Discourse only to that Branch 
of bearing false Witness, whereby the Publick is injured in the 
Safety or Honour of the Prince, or those in Authority under him. 

In Order therefore to be a faithful Witness, it is first necessary 
that a Man doth not undertake it from the least Prospect of any 
private Advantage to himself. The smallest Mixture of that 
Leven will sour the whole Lump. Interest will infallibly bias his 
Judgment, although he be ever so firmly resolved to say nothing 
but Truth. He cannot serve God and Mammon; but as Interest 
is his chief End, he will use the most effectual Means to advance 
it. He will aggravate Circumstances to make his Testimony valu- 
able; he will be sorry if the Person he accuseth should be able to 
clear himself; in short he is labouring a Point which he thinks 
necessary to his own Good; and it would be a Disappointment 
to him, that his Neighbour should prove innocent. 

sthly, Every good Subject is obliged to bear Witness against 
his Neighbour, for any Action or Words, the telling of which 
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would be of Advantage to the Publick, and the Concealment 
dangerous, or of ill Example. Of this Nature are all Plots and 
Conspiracies against the Peace of a Nation, all disgraceful Words 
against a Prince, such as clearly discover a disloyal and rebellious 
Heart: But, where our Prince and Country can possibly receive 
no Damage or Disgrace; where no Scandal or ill Example is 
given; and our Neighbour, it may be, provoked by us, happen- 
eth privately to drop a rash or indiscreet Word, which in Strict- 
ness of Law might bring him under Trouble, perhaps to his utter 
undoing; there we are obliged, we ought, to proceed no further 
than Warning and Reproof. 

In describing to you the several Kinds of false Witnesses, I 
have made it less necessary to dwell much longer upon this Head; 
because a faithful Witness, like every Thing else, is known by his 
contrary: Therefore it would be only Repetition of what I have 
already said to tell you, that the strictest Truth is required in a 
Witness; that he should be wholely free from the least Malice 
against the Person he accuses; that he should not aggravate the 
smallest Circumstance against the Criminal, nor conceal the 
smallest in his Favour; and to crown all, though I have hinted it 
before, that the only Cause or Motive of his Undertaking an 
Office, so subject to Censure, and so difficult to perform, should 
be the Safety and Service of his Prince and Country. 

Unner these Conditions and Limitations (but not otherwise) 
there is no Manner of Doubt, but a good Man may lawfully 
and justly become a Witness in Behalf of the Publick, and may 
perform that Office (in its own Nature not very desirable) with 
Honour and Integrity. For the Command in the Text is positive 
as well as negative; that is to say, as we are directed not to bear 
false Witness against our Neighbour, so we ate to bear true. 
Next to the Word of God, and the Advice of Teachers, every 
Man’s Conscience strictly examined will be his best Director in 
this weighty Point; and to that I shall leave him. 

Ir might perhaps be thought proper to have added something 
by Way of Advice to those who are unhappily engaged in this 
abominable Trade and Sin of bearing false Witness; but I am far 
from believing or supposing any of that destructive Tribe are 
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now my Hearers. I look upon them as a Sort of People that 
seldom frequent these holy Places, where they can hardly pick 
up any Materials to serve their Turn, unless they think it worth 
their while to misrepresent or pervert the Words of the Preacher: 
And, whoever is that Way disposed, I doubt, cannot be in a very 
good Condition to edify and reform himself by what he heareth. 
God in his Mercy preserve us from all the Guilt of this grievous 
Sin forbidden in my Text, and from the Snares of those who are 
guilty of it. 

I sHALL conclude with one or two Precepts given by Moses 
from God to the Children of Israel, in the 23d of Exod. 1, 2. 

Thou shalt not raise a false Report: Put not thine Hand with the 
Wicked, to be an unrighteous Witness. 

Thou shalt not follow a Multitude to do Evil, neither shalt thou speak 
in a Cause to decline after many, to wrest Judgment. 


Now to God the Father, &c. 


